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INTRODUCTION 

As Prime Mmrster of Smgapore from her mdependence m 1965 to 1990, Lee Kuan Yew carefully 

crafted a natronal securrty strategy that led his cotmtry Tom poverty to plenty Upon her expulaon from 

the Federation of Malaysia, Smgapore was on an economic par wrth Chile, Argentma, and Mexico ’ 

Today, Smgapore’s per capita gross natmnal product (GNP) IS four to five umes that of those counmes 2 

It has surpassed Great Brnam, its colonrzer, m per capita GNP, become the world’s busrest port and third- 

largest or1 refiner, and developed mto a global center for mantiacturmg and servtce mdustries 3 Lee’s 

shrewd ablhty to read Smgapore’s domestic and mtematmnal environment and to unplement strategies to 

take advantage of available opportunnms was insmmmntal m movmg Smgapore from the ranks of the 

developmg nations mto an affluent society m one generatron 

Although he has repeatedly rebuffed the tnle of.%nhghtened dxtator,” Lee had vtrtually total control 

over the govermnent and gtuded this miraculous transformauon m an authornarmn manner He was 

relentless m achmvmg his goals of estabhshmg a natmnal idenhty, developmg an mternauonally 

competitive economy, and moldmg his people mto a properly ordered and ambrtrous socmty By 

successfully accomplishing these ObJectives, Smgaporeans were bought together as a viable and 

prosperous nauon Lee’s national security strategy, however, drd have its negative costs In partmular, 

kedom of expression and other mdrvidual hberues were ofkn subjugated to the advancement of natmnal 

mterests 

Thus paper will analyze how Lee developed and implemented a mrlitary, economic, and socral strategy 

to elevate hrs country to internatronal prommence It argues that Lee accomplished his goals by 

pragmaucally employmg coalmons and promotmg regronal cooperation m hrs defense strategy, drrectmg 

a government-drrven mereantihsm m hrs economic strategy, and applymg uuhtarmnism m his social 

strategy In each of these strategies, he carefully devised, developed, and unplemented pohcres to advance 

Smgapore’s national mterests 



MILITARY STRATEGY 

Smce her expulsxm fi-om Malaysia, Smgapore has been extremely fortunate that she has not 

encountered any agmficant threats to her astence Her physical security, nevertheless, was a vital 

mterest that needed to be addressed As a small Island located m a strategic mternatmnal strat, 

Smgapore was m an extremely vulnerable posmon She was dwarfti by the m&%-y power of her 

naghbors At the txne of her mdependence, Smgapore &d not possess a navy or an- force Her ground 

forces merely conasted of a volunteer artillery regnnent, an armored car squadron, and a re,@ar mfantry 

of less than three battalions 4 Such a small force could not by itself provide adequate protection agamst 

any sizable adversary A defense strategy was requn-ed that would provide protection at a reasonable cost 

Lee qmckly recogmzed that the best means to reduce Smgapore’s vuhxrablhty was through a three 

pronged approach of persuadmg fixndly big powers to protect her mtegrlty, developmg a huge national 

reserve force, and promotmg regional cooperation This pragmatic approach would prove to be both 

mexpenslve and effxtlve 

Smgapore mmally rehed on Brxhsh forces stauoned on the island pursuant to the Anglo-Malaysian 

defense agreement for her protectmn This arrangement was adequate while it lasted In 1968, however, 

the British feelmg the strain of a depressed economy and the dram of a three year confiontatlon wnh 

Indonesxa, tich mvolved over 50,000 troops, announced thy mtcntmn to evacuate the Smgapore bases 

by the Sprmg of 1971’ This departure not only posed a serious threat to Smgapore’s physical seeur~ty, 

but also Jeopar&zcd her economic growth by filghtenmg away fixelgu mvestment To of%et the 

urlthdrawal of Bnnsh forces, Lee sought protectmn through coahuon support In Aplll 1971, Smgapore 

signed the Five Power Defense Agreement with Bntam, Malaysia, Australia, and New Zealand 6 

Although this agreement &d not contam a detilte defense commmnent, it drd provide a vlslble 

mechanism for callmg on big power support m a cr~s As a result of d~s agreement, Austrahan. New 

Zealand, and British faces were stationed m Smgapore ’ 

Smce relymg solely on foreign powers for protecaon is mherently dangerous, Lee reahzed that a viable 

internal mlhtary force had to be developed Havmg observed Israel’s success m overcommg immensely 



Dufly 3 

larger enemies m war, Lee looked to the Israeli m&ary system as a model In 1967, legrslauon was 

passed to reqmre all erghteen year old males to serve a period of national mrhtary service, after whrch they 

were placed mto the reserves ’ Such unrversal m&ary servrce was designed not only to create a large 

defense force at mmunal costs, but also had the added benefit of engendermg a sense of natronal rdenuty 

Kelymg pmarily on a large reserve force for the nation’s defense, moreover, had the advantage of 

presentmg a mmunal threat to her nerghbors 

To further counteract her mihtary weakness, Lee also recognized the value of buildmg regional 

cooperation By estabhshmg f&ndly tres and developmg economic tradmg relattonshlps wnh her 

neighbors, Smgapore would increase her stability and reduce vuhxrabilny Indonesia, who was viewed as 

a natural leader of the regmn, was a maJor concern Even at the nsk of ahenatmg Malaysta, Lee revived 

trade with Indonesia m 1966 He also made vrsns to Kuala Ltmrpur and Jakarta m an effort to btuld trust 

and confidence This sptrtt of regional cooperation lead to the estabhshment m 1967 of the Association of 

South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN), which included Smgapore, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and the 

Plnhppmes as ns foundmg members, and us support for the desrgnatron of Southeast Asra m 1972 as 

‘zone of lxace, freedom and neutrality -’ In puttmg her neighborhood m order, Smgapore was able to 

concentrate on other critical domestrc Issues 

When speakmg on defense rssues, Lee has expressed ldeahstrc vrews He has promoted the value of 

mternational law and mternational organizatnms lo In a 1994 mtervmw, Lee advocated the use of the 

United Nations as an mstrument for resolvmg mtematmnal conflicts l1 Consrdermg Smgapore’s small 

size and bmned m&ary potentml, his ldealrstrc pcrspectrve on defense matters is qune understandable 

Lee reahzed that economrc power would be the means bywhrch Smgapore would exert influence on her 

nerghbors and the world An attempt to develop Smgapore mto a regional mrhtary power would have 

been cotmterproductive 

Lee’s three pronged approach to mrhtary securny was practtcal and effective IIts programs were a 

well-balanced means of provnlmg for the natmn’s physical securny Fortunately, the lack of any 

slgmficant threats allowed Smgapore to mmlTnrze expendnures on defense and focus on other natronal 

mterests I-Its pohcy of promotmg regronal cooperatton complemented hrs economtc programs by openmg 



up markets The net result of this pragmatrc approach was that Singapore became an unattractive target 

to potenual aggressors 

ECONOMIC STRATEGY 

After her mdependence, Smgapore’s most medrate concerns were economrc Instead of developmg 

a common market wnh Malaysra as provrded m therr separatmn agreement, economrc competrhon 

between the two counmes qmckly ensued that resulted m quotas, dutres, and retaliatory tarrffs l2 The 

prospect also existed that Smgapore might lose her role as the financral center for the Malay penmsula 

To counter these negative developments and enhance economrc prosperny, modermzatron of Smgapore’s 

economy became the utmost priority 

In economic matters, Lee relied heavrly upon Goh Keng Swee, who served as the country’s first 

Gnance minister To Lee and Goh, the supremacy of the state was based on the strength of the economy 

They planned to “develop Smgapore as a mrxed economy, a combmatron of prrvate enterprrse wrth state 

encouragement and participauon ‘*13 Recogmzmg that only the fittest survrve m economrc competmon, 

then programs were developed so that weak aspects of the economy gave way to its strengths 

Consequently, they shrtted the economy’s focus from agrarmn purstuts, whrch were unable to feed the 

enbre country’s populatmn, to the development of the secondary sector -- manut%turmg, utrhtres, and 

constructron - and the servrce sector -- transportatmn, commutncatmns, and finance 

In mdusmallung the country, one of Lee’s maJor goals was to drversr@ the economy Specrfically, 

indusmes needed to be developed to take advantage of Singapore’s two primary assets, her people and 

her locatron The Economics Incentrve Act of 1967 streamhned exrstmg economic laws and offered 

tinanaal mducements to encourage the development of export and technology mdusmes l4 Relymg on 

her afEntty to the sea, Lee set out to make Smgapore the biggest shrppmg, ship-repau, and shrpbuildmg 

center m Southeast Asia In 1966, Smgapore established her own shop regrstry and offered the world’s 

most favorable tax structure for regrstrahon of forergn ships Smgapore, thus, became the first Asian flag 

of convenience l5 From 1966 to 1968, she was able to expand her shrpbmlding and repanmg busmess 



from $64 mtlhon to $120 million l6 By 1969, she had surpassed London as the busiest port m the 

Commonwealth and soon thereafter became the trans-shtpment center for Southeast Asta 

A master of turnmg adversny into advantage, Lee used the announcement of the wnhdrawal of Brtttsh 

forces from Smgapore as a tool to draw hu people closer together and restructure the economy Lee 

mstnuted pohctes to impose strict labor drsctplme and to attract domesttc and forergn mvestment HIS 

goal was to reduce Smgapore’s dependence on Great Brttam, whxh accounted for 70 percent of 

Smgapore’s mvestments m 1968 Lee’s plan was to attract capnal by offermg mvestors pohttcal stabrhty 

and a htghly Qsctphned labor force The Employment Act and the Industrral Relations Act were passed 

m 196X to hnnt labor dtsputes, prevent strtkes, and mcrease econonnc output ” “The laws permitted 

longer workmg hours, reduced hohdays, restricted overtnne and bonus payments and curtarled f?mge 

benefits enjoyed by some whne-collar workers “‘* These favorable condmons attracted an mflux of 

foreign capnal, partmularly from the Umted States, Western Europe, and other Southeast Asia cotmues 

By the early 19709, the Umted States accounted for almost half of Smgapore’s new foreign capital 

mvestments and, after Malaysra, became her second largest tradmg partner I9 In less than four years, 

Smgapore was able to reduce her economtc rehance on her former colomzer and dramatically expand her 

markets 

Durmg the first five years of Lee’s admmrstrauon, Smgapore had succeeded m drverslfymg and 

expandmg her economy Her annual gross domestrc product rose at a rate of over 9 percent, her annual 

rate of mdustrml productron mcreased by more than 20 percent, the number of tictorres more than tripled, 

and employment quadrupled.2o The f.bee reign Lee and Goh had on the economy played a large role m 

thrs success They operated wrth mmlmal democrattc checks and balances Smgaporeans fell mto the 

habn of followmg then energeuc and dechcated leadershtp They qmckly responded to new pohcres and 

programs whtch further enhanced Lee’s obsessron for growth and efficxncy Hts abrhty to capnahze on 

success gave him a vutual stranglehold on power and fostered his authornariamsm 



SOCIAL STRATEGY 

After her expulsxm from Malaysia, Smgapore’s governmental processes dtd not need any major 

overhaul The republic contmued to conduct busmess openly accordmg to the British parhamentary 

system from which rt was dertved Electtons were held at regular mtervals based on untversal adult 

stiage Although Smgapore was not a one-party state, Lee’s party, the PAP, won all the seats m 

parhament m 1965 21 The lack of any stgmficant pohtrcal competnum gave Lee great latnude m 

lmplementmg hts socral engnxermg pohcms and permnted bun to place mdtvrdual hberttes and concerns 

below the goal of brmgmg Smgaporeans together as a properly ordered society 

Soon after Smgapore’s mdependence, Lee set out to culuvate a sense of a separate natmnhood m his 

people Smce Smgapore was a multt-racial and multt-lmgual secular society, his goal was to strengthen 

the nauon by drawing them closer together In a 1965 address to parhament, Lee acknowledged the 

dangers of dtvisron by statmg ‘We have a vested mterest m multr-ractahsm and a secular state, for the 

antnhesls of mulu-racmhsm and the antitheses of seculartsm holds pertls of enormous magmtude r’22 A 

coherent mulu-racial policy was needed to avoid soctal strtfe Equal opportunny in race, color, rehgmn, 

and language was stressed m pubhc hfe. By mrxmg different ractal groups m public housmg, msututmg 

resettlement schemes, and mtegratmg schools, Lee was able to extend hrs m&r-racial pohcy mto the 

private hves of his people These policies had the beneficial effect of reducmg mulu-racial discord and 

enhancmg &endshrps and understandmg 

Accordmg to Lee, Smgapore’s rise to power was dependent on her mner spurn In his socml strategy, 

he sought to mdoctrmate hrs people wnh a sense of sohdarny by insullmg m them drscrplme, compeutron, 

and desne for worldly success and matertal gam In a 1973 New Year message, he htghhghted hrs 

position by statmg 

The greatest satisfacuon m life comes from achmvement To achteve IS to be happy 

Smgaporeans must be Imt>ued wxth this spn-n We must never get mto thus cycle of expectmg 

more and more for less and less Sensual pleasure IS ephemeral Solid satrsfacuon comes out of 
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achrevement, the overcommg of obstacles which he m the path of an m&vtdual or nauon seekmg 

success It generates mner or spnnual strength, a strength whtch grows of an mner Qsctphne 23 

Educauon was a key tool for mctdcatmg such national values Smce universal I?ee prnnary education was 

m exrstence at the Ume of mdependence, Lee’s government placed emphases on expandmg secondary and 

tertmry education PartmuIarly, scmntific and techmcal stu~es were stressed Through an mtense 

educauonal program, he sought to fully develop every chrld’s economrcally useful capabrhues As an 

example of his authornartannxn, heavy penaltms were imposed on parents who educated then ch&.lren 

overseas 24 Such measures to promote domestic education were auned at mcreasmg national cohesion, 

mstlllmg the national ethos, and ensurmg that chrldren were tramed m the skills and profiessmns the 

government deemed necessary 25 

A varmty of social programs were Implemented to complement Smgapore’s economrc development 

As the world’s most densely populated country, Smgapore had to control the growth of her populauon 

He mstnuted programs to liberalize abortmn and promote free contracepuon As an mducement to hmtt 

the number of ch&ben, penallxs were reposed on parents for havmg large famihes. Such penalties 

mcluded dtsquahficatlon f&n government housmg programs, unposnton of mcreased hospnahzatlon 

fees, and loss of educauon prtormes for f&n&s of four or more chddren hnnngration laws were 

strengthened and strmtly enforced to protect agamst an mflux of rural lmm~grants and unskrlled laborers 

The shortage of land also prompted Lee to institute hrgh-rtse pubhc housmg protects and resettlement 

schemes By transformmg decaymg &strmts mto modern, htghmse flats, he also Gathered the prospects 

of economic growth by makmg more land available for mdustrrahzation In these proJects, however, little 

concern was given to the “strain of hvmg m a pigeon-hole msrde a beelnve “” Eighty percent of 

Smgapore’s populauon now hves m such housmg 

Lee’s socml engmeermg pohctes have been the most crmcrzed aspects of hu natumal securny strategy 

h&try of hrs programs came at the expense of mdrviduaI hberties Freedom of expressron, for example, 

was restrmted Newspapers were requned to obtam annual licenses and subtle pressure was placed on 

them to mhrbit crnrcrsm 27 The government controlled broadcasting and televtston stauons and “declared 

Its mtentron to use these means to contmue to mculcate national attnudes and pohucal understandmg “28 



Use of capital pumshment was expanded and corporal pumsbment was authortzed for a wade varmty of 

clltnes Lee vtewed such restrmtmns as a mechanism for achtevmg greater freedom HIS goal was to have 

a “we&ordered society so that everyone can have maxmmm eqoyment of hrs freedoms This freedom can 

only extst m an ordered state and not iu a natural state of contentton and anarchy “29 While hts social 

engmeermg programs worked m Smgapore, many other socreues, partmularly Western democracres, 

would most hkely tind them repugnant and repudiate them as exccssrve and arbnrary mtigements on 

human rtghts 

CONCLUSION 

Lee shrewdly gmded his natmn’s growth and development Through a perceptive readmg of 

Smgapore’s domesuc and mternauonal envrromnent, he was able to capitalize on Smgapore’s strengths - 

her people and her location -- and take advantage of avadable oppommnres wrthout wastmg energy or 

assets Most Importantly, he succeeded m his ulumate goals of bringmg his people together as a arable 

nauon and advancmg then economic prosperity 

The lack of any significant physical tbreats to Smgapore’s existence was a hrxury that allowed Lee to 

focus on lus utmost concern the economy Ehs mdustrmhzatron programs were a well-balanced approach 

to economrc expanston By achmving economtc prosperity, he also furthered his goals of mcreasmg 

physrcal securny and unnmg ha people While some of ha social engmeermg programs resulted m the 

mi?mgement of indtvidual hbertres, he correctly assessed that such costs were acceptable to his people 

Overall, his pohcres and programs were well smted to accomplishmg his goals Through hrs nauonal 

security strategy and statecraft, he expanded Smgapore’s mtluence m Southeast Asia and elevated her to 

the status of a regronal power 

Smgapore’s growth and development smce her mdependence has been truly remarkable This 

mrraculous transformauon is a trtbute to Lee’s mtellect, ambnton, and leadershtp 
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